Rat cytomegalovirus replication in the salivary glands is exclusively confined to striated duct cells.
The salivary gland is the preferred organ for cytomegalovirus (CMV) replication and viral persistence. In order to identify the nature of infected cells and to study viral replication in more detail, several experiments were conducted. Using the rat CMV (RCMV) model, acutely infected young adult rats (6 weeks of age) and new-born rats (3 days of age) were infected, and submandibular, parotid and sublingual glands were harvested at different time points after infection. For identification of the nature of infected cells, immunohistochemistry, in situ hybridisation and electron microscopic techniques were used. In young adult animals, the submandibular gland was the preferred organ for RCMV replication. The parotid and sublingual glands contained fewer viruses than the submandibular gland. In contrast, in new-born rats, the main site of RCMV replication was the sublingual gland, while the submandibular and parotid glands contained low amounts of virus. No virus could be detected in the parotid glands. In all glands of RCMV-infected animals, the infection was exclusively confined to striated duct cells. Infection resulted in a cellular inflammatory response which was mostly located in the interlobular duct region, whereas only few inflammatory cells were found in the neighbourhood of infected striated duct cells. This phenomenon may contribute to the long persistence of the virus in this organ.